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Introduction and Definition of Attitudes toward an Advertisement (Aad)

Attitudes toward an advertisement, commonly abbreviated as Aad, represents a consumer's

predisposition to respond in a favorable or unfavorable manner to a particular advertising stimulus

during a specific exposure occasion. This concept is foundational in consumer psychology and

advertising research, serving as a critical mediator between exposure to an ad and the resulting

behavioral and attitudinal outcomes toward the brand being promoted. Aad is fundamentally an

evaluative judgment, capturing the immediate feelings, beliefs, and intentions a viewer holds

regarding the communication itself--separate and distinct from the product or service advertised. Its

emergence as a key variable in the early 1980s marked a significant shift in persuasion models,

acknowledging that the way a message is delivered (the advertising execution) holds substantial

persuasive power independent of the message content (the cognitive arguments). Researchers

such as Shimp and Mitchell were instrumental in establishing Aad as a powerful and measurable

construct that aids in predicting advertising effectiveness and guiding creative strategy

development.

It is crucial to differentiate Aad from attitude toward the brand (Ab). While both are evaluative

measures, Aad is specific, transient, and directed at the communication vehicle; Ab is general,

enduring, and directed at the product category or the brand itself. A consumer might hold a very

positive attitude toward a brand (Ab) due to years of positive experience, but simultaneously hold a

highly negative attitude toward a specific campaign (Aad) due to irritating execution or excessive

repetition. Conversely, an engaging, highly entertaining advertisement might generate a strong

positive Aad, even if the consumer has no prior experience or neutral feelings toward the

advertised brand. The academic interest in Aad stems precisely from its ability to explain how

marketing communication can influence Ab, often through the mechanism of affective transfer,

where positive feelings about the ad itself are transferred or associated with the advertised object,

thereby bypassing or supplementing deep cognitive processing of product attributes.

The importance of Aad lies in its role as an immediate filter for subsequent information processing.

A positive attitude toward the advertisement increases the likelihood that the consumer will pay

attention, process the arguments contained within the message more thoroughly, and be less likely

to counter-argue the claims made. Conversely, a negative Aad, perhaps stemming from excessive

clutter, poor production quality, or perceived manipulation, often leads to avoidance, selective

attention, or the active generation of negative thoughts about the ad, significantly impeding the

intended persuasive effect. Therefore, understanding the factors that drive Aad formation is

essential for optimizing advertising investment and ensuring that the creative execution supports,

rather than undermines, the overall marketing objectives, especially in highly competitive and

media-saturated environments where consumers are actively screening out marketing messages.
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Conceptualization and Measurement of Aad

The conceptualization of Aad recognizes its multi-faceted nature, often encompassing cognitive,

affective, and conative dimensions, although it is primarily defined as an affective or evaluative

response. Cognitively, Aad incorporates the consumer's beliefs about the advertisement's quality,

believability, informativeness, and creativity. Affectively, it captures the emotional responses

elicited by the ad, such as feelings of pleasure, warmth, humor, or irritation. While the affective

component is frequently considered the dominant driver of the Aad construct, the cognitive

appraisal of the execution's quality is also vital, determining whether the ad is perceived as

professionally done or merely manipulative. The complexity inherent in Aad means that

researchers typically employ multi-item scales to capture the full spectrum of consumer response,

ensuring reliability and validity in empirical studies, often relying on established semantic

differential scales designed to measure overall favorability.

Standard measurement practices for Aad heavily rely on semantic differential scales, which ask

respondents to rate the advertisement immediately following exposure on a series of bipolar

adjectives. Common scale items include pairs such as "good/bad," "favorable/unfavorable,"

"pleasant/unpleasant," "likable/unlikable," and "interesting/uninteresting." These items are typically

summed or averaged to create a single, reliable measure of the overall attitude toward the ad.

However, more advanced measurement techniques recognize that Aad may be composed of

distinct, yet correlated, sub-dimensions. For example, some models separate the utilitarian or

informational aspect (e.g., how helpful the ad was) from the hedonic or entertainment aspect (e.g.,

how enjoyable the ad was). Accurate measurement requires careful control of the exposure

context, ensuring the consumer is responding specifically to the communication stimulus and not

confounding their response with pre-existing attitudes toward the product category or brand.

The methodological rigor applied to Aad measurement is crucial because of its role in large-scale

persuasion models. Researchers often employ techniques like factor analysis to confirm the

underlying dimensionality of the construct, ensuring that the measured items accurately reflect the

intended psychological state. Furthermore, the timing of measurement is critical; immediate post-

exposure measurement captures the initial, often highly affective response, whereas delayed

measurement may reflect a more cognitive appraisal filtered through memory and subsequent

information processing. The choice of scale items must also be sensitive to the type of

advertisement being evaluated; for instance, scales emphasizing humor and entertainment are

more appropriate for transformational or image-based campaigns, while scales focusing on clarity

and information load are better suited for highly informational, utilitarian advertisements. Thus,

conceptualizing Aad as a holistic yet multi-dimensional evaluative response allows for a nuanced

understanding of how advertising execution impacts consumer judgment.
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The Dual Mediation Hypothesis (DMH)

The Dual Mediation Hypothesis (DMH), developed primarily by MacKenzie, Lutz, and Belch,

provides the foundational theoretical framework for understanding the role of Aad in the persuasion

process. This model posits that the effectiveness of advertising is mediated by two primary

pathways that link advertising exposure to purchase intention. The model establishes that the

cognitive responses generated by the ad (Ad Cognitions), which include thoughts about the

execution quality and the message claims, influence both Aad and the attitude toward the brand

(Ab). Crucially, the DMH highlights that Aad does not merely follow from cognitive processing but

also acts as an independent factor that significantly influences Ab. This theoretical structure

explains why highly creative or entertaining ads, even those light on factual information, can still

successfully shift brand attitudes.

The DMH identifies two distinct paths through which Aad exerts its influence. The first and most

significant path is the indirect effect: Aad influences Ab, and Ab subsequently influences Purchase

Intent (PI). This path suggests that positive feelings generated by the advertising execution are

transferred to the brand itself, creating a more favorable disposition toward the advertised product.

This affective transfer mechanism is particularly salient when consumers are operating under

conditions of low involvement, where they are less motivated or able to process the detailed

product arguments. In such cases, the overall "likability" or pleasantness of the advertisement

serves as a heuristic cue for forming or updating the brand attitude, making the creative execution

paramount to success.

The second path proposed by the DMH is the direct effect: Aad influencing Purchase Intent (PI)

directly, bypassing Ab. While generally weaker than the Aad-to-Ab path, this direct link is

hypothesized to occur primarily in specific consumption contexts, such as impulse purchases or

situations where the brand choice is perceived as low-risk and low-involvement. For example, an

extremely positive, humorous ad might prompt an immediate intention to try a new, inexpensive

snack food simply because the consumer enjoyed the ad so much, even if their enduring attitude

toward the brand has not been fundamentally altered. Furthermore, the DMH interacts heavily with

the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM); under high elaboration (central route), Ad Cognitions

linking to Ab dominate, but under low elaboration (peripheral route), the Aad-to-Ab linkage

becomes the primary engine of persuasion, underscoring the necessity for advertisers to optimize

both message content and creative execution.

Antecedents of Attitude toward the Advertisement

The formation of a positive or negative Aad is influenced by a complex interplay of factors

categorized into three main groups: stimulus factors (characteristics of the ad itself), contextual

factors (the environment of exposure), and recipient factors (characteristics of the viewer). Among
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the most impactful stimulus factors are the creative execution elements, including the use of music,

humor, visual aesthetics, and production quality. High-quality production values often signal

credibility and professionalism, contributing positively to Aad. Furthermore, the perceived novelty

and originality of the ad play a crucial role, as consumers tend to react negatively to

advertisements perceived as derivative or overly cliché. Effective use of emotional appeals, such

as inducing feelings of warmth, nostalgia, or excitement, is a powerful driver, leading to immediate

affective responses that form the core of a positive Aad, regardless of the informational content.

The characteristics of the message source are also critical antecedents. Source factors, such as

the credibility, attractiveness, and expertise of the spokesperson or endorser, significantly shape

Aad. A spokesperson perceived as trustworthy or highly knowledgeable enhances the believability

and perceived quality of the advertisement, contributing to a more favorable cognitive appraisal.

Attractiveness, whether physical or personality-based, often generates positive affective responses

that transfer directly to Aad. However, the fit between the source and the product category is

paramount; a mismatch can lead to skepticism and a negative Aad, even if the endorser is famous.

In addition to the source, the overall perceived informativeness and relevance of the message

content contribute to the cognitive appraisal component of Aad. If the ad is seen as providing

useful, non-redundant information, its perceived utility increases, reinforcing a positive attitude.

Contextual factors refer to the surrounding environment in which the advertisement is encountered,

and these factors can significantly moderate Aad formation. The program or editorial context in

which the ad is embedded can lead to mood congruency effects; for instance, an ad placed within

a highly enjoyable or uplifting television program often benefits from a positive halo effect, where

the viewer's positive mood transfers to the perception of the ad. Conversely, placement within

highly negative, violent, or depressing content can depress Aad scores. Furthermore, the level of

media clutter--the density of competing advertisements--is a major negative antecedent. High

clutter increases consumer irritation, leads to message avoidance (e.g., channel surfing), and

reduces the attention paid to any single ad, thereby lowering the probability of forming a positive

Aad. Advertisers must carefully consider media placement to optimize the contextual environment

for positive Aad formation.

The Relationship between Aad, Ab, and Purchase Intent

The strength and nature of the linkages between Attitude toward the Advertisement (Aad), Attitude

toward the Brand (Ab), and Purchase Intent (PI) are highly contingent upon situational and

individual variables. Generally, Aad is a powerful predictor of Ab, particularly when the consumer

has weak or no prior attitudes toward the brand, or when the product category is characterized by

low involvement. In these scenarios, the cognitive resources required to evaluate product attributes

are scarce, and the consumer defaults to using the affective quality of the ad as a heuristic cue for

forming their brand attitude. The positive affect generated by an entertaining ad essentially "colors"
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the perception of the brand. However, when a consumer holds a very strong, pre-existing attitude

toward the brand (either highly positive or highly negative), the influence of Aad is diminished, as

the established Ab acts as a strong filter, making it harder for a single advertisement to significantly

shift deeply held beliefs.

While the primary function of Aad is to mediate the formation of Ab, its relationship with Purchase

Intent (PI) is more complex. Aad typically influences PI indirectly, through the mediation of Ab. That

is, a positive Aad leads to a positive Ab, which in turn leads to a higher PI. However, research

supporting the DMH suggests that a direct path from Aad to PI exists, particularly in contexts

where the decision is immediate, non-risky, or impulsive. For instance, a highly memorable or

humorous ad might create a fleeting desire to try the product without necessarily changing the

consumer's long-term evaluation of the brand quality. This direct link bypasses the enduring

attitude structure, capitalizing instead on momentary positive arousal or curiosity generated by the

communication.

The magnitude of the Aad-Ab relationship is also significantly affected by the type of advertising

appeal used. Affective or transformational advertising, which focuses on image, emotion, and user

experience, relies heavily on establishing a positive Aad. For these types of appeals, the Aad-Ab

link is typically robust because the message itself is designed to elicit feeling rather than rational

argument. In contrast, informational or utilitarian advertising, which emphasizes features, price,

and functional benefits, relies more heavily on the cognitive appraisal of the message arguments.

While Aad is still important for ensuring attention, the ultimate driver of Ab in this context is the

perceived credibility and strength of the factual claims, meaning the cognitive path (Ad Cognitions

→ Ab) often outweighs the affective path (Aad → Ab). Understanding these contingencies is

essential for developing effective communication strategies that align the advertising appeal with

the desired persuasive mechanism.

Moderating Variables in Aad Effectiveness

The effectiveness of Attitude toward the Advertisement in driving overall persuasion is subject to

several significant moderating variables, with consumer involvement being perhaps the most

critical. Involvement refers to the personal relevance and importance of the product category to the

consumer. Under conditions of low involvement, consumers are generally unwilling or unable to

expend cognitive effort to evaluate detailed product information. In this scenario, Aad functions as

a peripheral cue (as defined by the ELM), and the Aad-Ab relationship is strong. The consumer

uses the pleasantness of the ad as a proxy for the quality of the brand. Conversely, under high

involvement, consumers engage in central processing, focusing intensely on the message

arguments and factual claims. Here, cognitive responses related to the product attributes

dominate, and the influence of Aad is significantly attenuated, although not entirely eliminated, as a

negative Aad can still cause message rejection.
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Another powerful moderator is advertising repetition and the resulting phenomenon of wearout.

Initial exposures to a novel advertisement typically lead to an increase in positive Aad as the

consumer processes and appreciates the creative elements. However, beyond an optimal

exposure level, continued repetition leads to wearout, where the positive Aad begins to decline.

This decline is often attributed to consumer boredom, irritation, or the feeling that the ad has

become predictable and intrusive. Wearout is a major strategic concern for advertisers, as a

positive Aad can quickly turn negative, potentially harming Ab. Effective management of repetition

involves varying the creative execution (known as 'copy rotation') or scheduling campaigns in

bursts rather than constant repetition to mitigate the negative effects of wearout while maintaining

adequate reach and frequency.

The consumer's level of prior knowledge about the brand or product category also acts as a

moderator. Consumers with high prior knowledge are often more critical of advertising claims and

rely less on peripheral cues like Aad. They are more likely to generate counter-arguments if the ad

is inconsistent with their existing knowledge structure. For these knowledgeable consumers, the

persuasive impact relies more on providing new, compelling information (cognitive arguments).

Conversely, consumers with low prior knowledge are more susceptible to the affective transfer

mechanism driven by a positive Aad, as they lack the internal framework necessary to critically

evaluate complex product claims. Finally, the timing of the response measurement is a moderator;

the influence of Aad tends to be strongest immediately after exposure, reflecting the immediate

affective reaction, and may fade over time as cognitive processing takes over, highlighting the

transient nature of advertising-induced feelings.

Implications for Advertising Strategy

The robust findings regarding the influence of Aad have profound implications for advertising

strategy and resource allocation. Firstly, advertisers must recognize that investment in the creative

execution is not merely a cost but a vital component of the persuasion process. Generating a

highly favorable Aad requires prioritizing elements like high production quality, engaging music,

effective use of humor, and compelling visual aesthetics, as these elements directly drive the

consumer's immediate affective response. A strategy that focuses exclusively on rational product

benefits while neglecting the execution quality risks generating a neutral or negative Aad, which

can lead to message avoidance or rejection, thereby nullifying the effort invested in crafting strong

cognitive arguments. Therefore, pre-testing advertisements for Aad scores is a non-negotiable step

in campaign development.

Secondly, strategic planning must consider the dual nature of persuasion based on product

involvement. For low-involvement products (e.g., fast-moving consumer goods, snacks), the

primary strategic objective should be maximizing the positive Aad, often achieved through

entertaining, non-argumentative, or purely image-based advertising. The focus here is on creating
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a positive association (Aad → Ab). For high-involvement products (e.g., cars, financial services),

the strategy must balance a positive Aad with strong, credible cognitive claims. The ad must be

likable enough to ensure attention and prevent counter-arguing, but the ultimate success hinges on

the strength of the message arguments (Ad Cognitions → Ab). Strategists must align the creative

execution style with the consumer's expected processing route (central vs. peripheral).

Finally, the findings on contextual factors and wearout necessitate careful media planning. To

maximize Aad effectiveness, advertisers should seek media placements that minimize clutter and

leverage positive program context. Furthermore, managing repetition strategically is essential.

Instead of running the same creative execution indefinitely, strategic rotation of multiple executions

(maintaining brand consistency but varying the execution details) helps to prevent wearout and

maintain a fresh, positive Aad over the campaign duration. By integrating Aad metrics into the

overall effectiveness assessment, advertisers move beyond simply counting exposures and begin

to measure the quality of those exposures, ensuring that the communication is not only seen but

also positively received.

Critiques and Future Directions

While the concept of Attitude toward the Advertisement remains central to advertising theory, it is

not without its critiques, which often center on its measurement and its sometimes overly simplistic

conceptualization. One major criticism revolves around the potential for confounding effects;

specifically, whether Aad truly measures attitude toward the communication itself or merely reflects

the consumer's pre-existing mood or general attitude toward advertising as a whole. Researchers

must constantly strive to isolate the response specific to the stimulus. Furthermore, the reliance on

self-reported semantic differential scales may fail to capture the complexity of instantaneous, non-

conscious affective responses, suggesting a need for increased use of physiological measures

(e.g., galvanic skin response, facial coding) to gain a deeper, unbiased understanding of consumer

reaction to ad execution.

Future research directions are likely to focus heavily on the dynamics of digital and non-traditional

advertising formats, where the concept of Aad must be adapted. The rise of interactive ads, native

advertising, and social media placements introduces new complexities. For instance, how does the

perceived intrusiveness of a pop-up ad affect Aad, and how does the interactivity afforded by

digital platforms modulate the relationship between Aad and Ab? Initial findings suggest that ads

perceived as less intrusive and more relevant in a digital context generate a significantly higher

Aad. Furthermore, the speed and brevity of modern digital communication formats require

developing measurement tools capable of capturing rapid, fleeting affective responses to short-

form content, such as six-second videos.

Another critical area for future inquiry lies in exploring the neurological underpinnings of Aad using
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advanced neuroscientific methods. Understanding which specific brain regions are activated by

compelling creative execution, and how these activations correlate with subsequent memory and

brand attitude formation, will provide a more granular explanation of the affective transfer

mechanism hypothesized by the DMH. Ultimately, the evolution of Aad research will continue to

emphasize its role as a crucial gateway to persuasion, ensuring that advertising not only conveys

information but also successfully manages the immediate emotional and cognitive response

elicited by the communication vehicle itself, thereby maximizing the return on creative investment.
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